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Abstract 
 

The rising prevalence of autism in the primary school community, coupled with the establishment of 

an ever-increasing number of autism special classes means that there is a significant cohort of 

autistic pupils who have the right to be genuinely included to achieve their full potential, as outlined 

by the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989).  Article 23 specifically refers to children 

with disabilities having additional rights to special education and care. The social model of inclusion 

advocates that society, and the environment should be adapted to meet the needs of autistic 

people because diversity should be considered the norm not the exception (Fletcher-Watson et al. 

2019). Limited qualitative research around the use of evidenced- based inclusive school practices 

has not been conducted in school settings but in research centers and clinics (Dervan, Egan and 

Ring, 2024). Similarly, there is a gap in the qualitative research around the inclusion of autistic pupils 

in the mainstream primary school yard. The school yard should be a bridge and not a barrier to play 

and recreation time, because the yard is an important space for autistic pupils to self-regulate, de-

stress and acquire social and communication competencies (Guirguis, 2018). Adopting a 

neuroaffirmative approach is essential to ensure genuine inclusion because it promotes wellbeing, 

happiness and a sense of belonging (Middletown Centre for Autism, 2024).  

               A participatory action research project using a mixed methodology study was carried out in 

a DEIS band 1 urban primary school using semi-structured interviews (qualitative research), the 

results of which were triangulated with results from a questionnaire incorporating both closed and 

open-ended questions (quantitative and qualitative research).  The findings identified five themes 

and highlighted strategies and adaptations which could be used to encourage and promote genuine 

inclusion in primary school yards. Themes included the need for a quiet/ sensory area and access to 

nature at a minimal cost.  Social communication competencies could be taught to all pupils, with 

autistic pupils receiving additional support. Autistic pupils could benefit from organised support in 

the yard from staff and from neuro-typical peers. Autism awareness training could be made 

available for all pupils, and staff could acquire continuous professional development. A genuine 

mainstream yard integration plan for pupils coming from the autistic special classes needed to be 

developed. These themes broadly reflect some of the findings of the Autism Innovation Strategy 

(2024) issued by the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth which 

advocates for an autism-affirming society, equality of access to public services, the need to build 

capacity and the promotion of communities which are accessible and inclusive.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  
 

Middletown Centre for Autism (2024) states that people with autism have a different neurology 

which may be impacted to varying degrees by sensory, communication, and social difficulties. One 

of the challenges of understanding and supporting people with autism is the variability of 

differences and severity across individuals at different stages of their lives, which explains why 

autistic people’s differences are on a ‘spectrum’. In the past these ‘differences’ would have been 

considered ‘deficits’ or ‘disabilities’ but the social model of autism advocates that society, and the 

environment should be adapted to meet the needs of autistic pupils. Adopting a neuroaffirmative 

approach to inclusion is important and necessary because autism is no longer viewed from a deficit 

perspective (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019). The Education of Persons with Special Educational Needs 

Act (Government of Ireland, 2004) supports the inclusion of autistic pupils in mainstream schools 

with additional teaching supports, or in special classes attached to mainstream schools with 

possibilities for integration into a mainstream class where appropriate. According to the National 

Council for Special Education (NCSE, 2016), 1.55% of Irish primary school children have an autism 

diagnosis and the DES (2018) estimated that the prevalence rate for pupils with a diagnosis who 

were accessing external services is 1.5%.  This percentage could potentially be larger as there is a 

growing awareness that girls with autism are often under-diagnosed, due to their ability to mask 

and suppress signs of restrictive interests, repetitive behaviours and their ability to appear socially 

acceptable (Carpenter, Happé and Egerton, 2019). Full inclusion can only occur by schools ‘creating 

inclusive environments and embedding inclusive teaching strategies’ (Mirfin-Veitch, Jalota and 

Schmidt, 2020, p.4). 

This participatory action research project is focused on improving the inclusion of pupils with 

autism in the mainstream primary schoolyard, and is relevant to a DEIS Band 1 urban, newly co-

educational, primary school with 190 pupils. Pupils from three special classes also spend time in the 

mainstream yard since the school aims to give opportunities for full inclusion to all pupils, so 

improved inclusion could potentially benefit these pupils too. There is limited qualitative research 

into evidence-based practices which would improve the inclusion of autistic pupils in primary or 

secondary school yards.   Dervan, Egan and Ring (2024) highlighted a gap between research relating 

to evidence-based practices for autistic pupils which usually occurs in clinics or in off-site settings 

and the lack of research in school and classroom settings; arguably a similar gap exists in the 

research around Irish school yards in primary education. Thus, the research question formulated for 
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this study is ‘How can primary schools improve the inclusion of autistic pupils in the mainstream 

schoolyard?’ 

The aim of this research project is to gain an insight into the current inclusion of autistic pupils 

in the yard from the perspective of school staff to effect equity, promote inclusive access, and to 

identify suitable strategies and adaptations to instigate changes. Participatory action research is a 

suitable methodology for this investigation because ‘practitioners must consider how their work is 

problem-focused and context-sensitive’ (Lake and Wendland, 2018, p.18). Following an extensive 

search of the literature, a mixed methodology was selected to produce both quantitative and 

qualitative data using a questionnaire and in-depth semi-structured interviews with teachers and 

Special Needs Assistants (SNAs). It is intended that findings and recommendations from this project 

will inform two further phases of action research which hope to: i) establish a sensory-friendly/ 

quiet space with access to nature within the school yard to accommodate the sensory needs of 

students with autism, ii) give opportunities for pupils with autism to learn additional skills and 

competencies to facilitate engagement in social interactions and to develop social skills, iii) 

encourage and facilitate peer buddy systems for interactions and friendships between pupils with 

autism and their neurotypical peers through structured activities and peer mediated programs in 

the school yard, while also addressing any specific challenges autistic pupil may face through the 

use of child assisted strategies, iv) enable training and awareness programs for both pupils and staff 

which are needed to increase understanding and acceptance of autism, foster empathy and to 

promote positive interactions and friendship and, v) provide a holistic yard integration plan for 

pupils from the autism special classes to integrate into the mainstream yard in a caring and inclusive 

manner which places the needs of the autistic pupil at its centre 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature that establishes the key concepts of autism, the 

role of play and the importance of a self-regulating schoolyard, and relevant aspects of peer led and 

teacher led inclusion.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  

 

Keywords 
 

Autism, Play, Self-regulation, Social Interaction, the Schoolyard, Teacher led inclusion, Peer led 

inclusion 

 

Introduction 
 

An understanding of autism in education settings is necessary to address the research question on 

improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the primary schoolyard. There is a significant volume of 

literature pertaining to neurotypical pupils on: i) the importance of play, ii) the benefits of a natural 

schoolyard, and iii) having access to nature or sensory self-regulating spaces.  However, little 

research involving autistic pupils has been conducted, and that research has predominantly 

occurred in clinics. Since transferability of skills and learning in one context to another is a 

significant issue in autism, the research gap identified for this study is that there is a paucity of 

school-based research on the inclusion of autistic children in Irish primary school yards. The 

literature review will discuss autism, the importance of play and the need for self-regulating 

opportunities, how the yard can be either a barrier or a bridge to friendship and social interaction 

and finally, how teacher and peer-led strategies could improve inclusion, understanding and 

acceptance.  

 

Understanding Autism  

  

                           ‘Autism is a lifelong, developmental disability or difference which relates to how  

                          a person communicates and interacts with others, and how they experience the  

                         world around them’ (AsIAm, 2024)                  

The American Psychiatric Association (2013) defines autism as a dyad of impairments. The first 

persistent deficit is in social communication and social interaction which impacts people with 

autism, who may have difficulty with making and maintaining friendships, understanding social 

cues, and sharing interests. Social and communication difficulties are impactful because skills such 

as nonverbal interactions (the use of gestures, eye contact, observance of personal space) and the 
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use of language functionally in social situations and communication skills such as greeting others 

and introducing oneself, are essential for socialisation and play. The second deficit is the 

presentation of repetitive and restrictive behaviours like hand flapping and rocking with a strong 

preference for routines, or sameness and narrow or intense interests, which are highly focused on 

specific topics or objects. Fletcher-Watson and Happé (2019) outlined the difficulties faced by 

autistic people with verbal and nonverbal communication, understanding and using language, using 

appropriate tone, and making eye contact. As a result, autistic pupils may have difficulties in relating 

to and responding to their peers and engaging in reciprocal play, both in the classroom environment 

and in the schoolyard. Milton, Gurbuz and López (2022) suggest that ‘double empathy theory’ poses 

additional difficulties for autistic and non-autistic people because both groups lack an 

understanding of each other’s point of view, and difficulties are experienced by both 

communicators because understanding, and empathy must be reciprocal. Double empathy theory is 

preferable to ‘Theory of Mind’ which places the responsibility for lack of reciprocity on the autistic 

person. Alternative communication styles are differences not deficits and ‘the real impairment is 

located within society and constructions of normality’ (Harvey, 2018, p.91)   

           Since autism is no longer viewed from a deficit perspective, a neuroaffirmative approach 

emphasises the positive aspects of neurodevelopmental difference by recognising and accepting 

both differences and variations.  Acknowledging the actual life experiences of neuro-diverse people 

and recognising their differences as strengths rather than ‘deficits’ which need to be fixed; means 

the learning environment should be adjusted to suit the needs of the learners. A neurodiversity 

informed approach demands that strategies for autistic children are ethical and respectful because a 

deficit-focused approach is detrimental to autistic peoples’ wellbeing (Leadbetter et al., 2021).  

 

The nature of play 
 

The literature establishes the theoretical importance of play for all children including pupils with 

disabilities. Play and the importance of recreation were officially recognised in the United Nations 

Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1958) and society and public authorities were reminded of 

the necessity to promote the enjoyment of this right. The Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC, 1989) urged signatory states to fully implement the right to play and subsequently the 

UNCRC (2013) issued a General Comment (No. 17) to clarify that governments were obliged to 

address the lack of recognition of children with disabilities, since weak or no legislation had been 
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enacted and suggested that schools still might not realise the critical importance of play (UNICEF, 

2018). 

Whitebread et al. (2009) considered that play in any context enhanced readiness for school 

and cognitive processes, because remembering information and learning incidentally are effortless 

while ‘intentional’ learning requires effort, concentration and a wide range of skills including 

planning, evaluating, and selecting appropriate cognitive strategies. In addition, they indicated that 

pupils’ academic and future attainment are contingent on social development and the ability to 

acquire problem-solving and self-regulatory skills. The inclusion of playful learning in the new 

Primary Maths curriculum is indicative of the importance of incidental learning (National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment, 2023). While accepting the importance and value of play for the social 

development of young children, Irani (2023) advocated that learning through play capitalises on 

children’s abilities, learning styles and progression rates, while allowing for diversity. Zosh et al. 

(2018) acknowledged the dearth of research pertaining to autistic children. They attempted to 

define the concept of play by visualising play as a spectrum; extending from free play which is 

completely unstructured and unsupported, to guided play which is purposeful with playful elements 

and supported by adults. Acknowledging the role of play in a child’s social, physical, emotional, and 

cognitive development is explored in the research, but little attention has been paid to pupils with 

autism having equality and equity of access to play environments.    

 

The need for a self-regulating sensory schoolyard 
 

Transitioning from a classroom environment to an unstructured schoolyard can be challenging 

because of the lack of predictability, loud noises, and chaotic environments which can overwhelm 

autistic children who are already sensitive to sensory overload and anxiety (Martin et al., 2019).  

The yard is necessary to decompress, self-regulate and sometimes to stim. There is little evidence 

about the design and suitability of natural playgrounds for pupils with autism despite the conclusive 

evidence of the benefits for neurotypical children. Frost (1992) posited that natural outdoor school 

playgrounds led to play which helped all pupils with the acquisition of new information, skills, social 

rules, communication, and a higher quality of dramatic play with a greater variety of play themes.   

Wild, natural playgrounds were noted by Luchs and Fikus (2013) to extend periods of dramatic 

play and give opportunities for exploration, discovery and construction compared to outdoor 

contemporary playgrounds with swings, slides, monkey bars etc.  Czalczynska-Podolska (2014) 
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highlighted that outdoor playgrounds which had moveable, interchangeable components and 

elements that could be adapted and repurposed, led to enhanced creativity and communication.  

Children benefit most from nature-rich environments which have natural elements like mud, water, 

sticks, rocks, and vegetation to stimulate pupils’ natural curiosity to explore, build and play 

imaginatively according to Cox, Loebach and Little (2018), Subsequently Loebach and Cox (2020) 

designed a Tool for Observing Play Outdoors (TOPO) to effectively assess or design play 

environments which support rather than hinder various kinds of play. The TOPO added three new 

categories of play: bio, restorative, and digital, reflecting the changing patterns of modern life and 

the importance of self-regulation and nature.  

Research by Miller et al. (2017) quantified childrens’ behaviour using playground equipment 

focusing on autism, ADHD, sensory and regulatory disorders. Among the sensory features of play 

researched were tactile (digging in sand), proprioceptive (hanging from ladder rungs) and vestibular 

(spinning on an Omni-Spinner). The researchers hypothesised that these sensory features, 

especially proprioceptive activities, helped pupils maintain a well-regulated state which functioned 

as a mediator for increased verbalisation, turn-taking, working together and improved play abilities. 

Since play environments can shape play behaviour and social interaction, they advocated the need 

for sensory-rich and well-designed playgrounds.  

Blake et al. (2018) using a small sample size, similarly, determined that Irish preschool children 

with autism showed a preference for free outdoor play involving nature and sensorimotor activities, 

and had more frequent engagements with peers there, than in other play environments. They 

observed that autistic pre-schoolers imitated and developed play progression and additional skills 

from observing their neurotypical peers which indicated the benefits of inclusion. However, a later 

study by Fahy, Delicâte and Lynch (2021) observed autistic children attending a special class in an 

Irish primary school and noted that the presence of mainstream pupils negatively affected the play 

and choice of play activity, and that autistic pupils were more likely to look for quiet spaces 

particularly when the mainstream children were in the yard. They also reinforced the notion that a 

natural playground is good for the acquisition of communication skills and for pupils to self-regulate 

by swinging, spinning and sliding, and noted that running in groups on a circular route was their 

preferred activity. Self-regulation by watching spinning and swinging objects was frequently noted 

and although pupils played imaginatively with leaves and sticks, they also showed a significant 

dislike of muddy and messy activities. The researchers recommended a shift in perspective to regard 

play as an occupation, arguing against the dominance of deficits and the childhood developmental 
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norms of play. Instead, they recommended a rights-based approach which focussed on ‘being’ and 

‘doing’ in the present as opposed to ‘becoming’ in the future.  

Guirguis (2018) demonstrated that play is important for self-regulation and ‘is a medium 

through which a child learns to socially interact’ (Guirguis, 2018, p.45). Both self-regulation and 

social interaction are difficulties experienced by autistic children, so having an inclusive well-

equipped yard is essential.  Despite the evidence of the value of a self-regulating play area, the 

NCSE (2024) gives scant regard to, and little or no funding for inclusive outdoor sensory spaces, 

while significant funds and advice are available for the creation of indoor sensory rooms in an 

exclusionary manner, within dedicated autism units.  

 

The schoolyard: barrier or bridge to inclusion 
 

The nature of unstructured yard time can be challenging for autistic pupils who thrive on routine 

and predictability, making it difficult for them to engage in play activities or join peer interactions. 

Thomas (2004) explains the everyday experience of living with a disability through ‘the social 

relational understanding of disability’ and provides a deep understanding of the segregation and 

exclusion that occurs. She identifies ‘barriers to doing’ as socially restrictive impositions that 

preclude involvement in specific activities. As a result, ‘barriers to being’ are experienced due to 

negative feelings like sadness and loneliness because the environment has not been adapted to 

facilitate inclusion. ‘Impairment effects’ are evidenced when a person’s ability to take part in society 

is directly and unavoidably curtailed because of the disability. Therefore, enabling the inclusion of 

autistic pupils by removing ‘barriers to doing’ in the environment is key to addressing ‘barriers to 

being’ and children with autism can be genuinely included in the mainstream school schoolyard, 

thus avoiding the ‘impairment effects’.  

When a schoolyard has not been adapted to meet the needs of pupils with autism, or 

neurotypical pupils or staff lack empathy or knowledge to act inclusively, the social relational 

understanding of disability can be very impactful. ‘Impairment effects’ can lead to a lack of 

interaction, social isolation, and repetitive and restrictive movements. Adopting the social model of 

autism means the yard should be adapted to meet the needs of all children ‘We want to be involved 

in our communities, be out and about and have fun’ (Middletown Centre for Autism, 2017, p.6). 

Being able to participate in a group by understanding and following the social rules is strategically 

important in the school and yard context. A deficit in attending to social cues, not engaging in joint 
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attention, and not sharing experiences can lead to pupils feeling isolated, ill at ease and 

withdrawing. ‘Recreation and leisure activities provide an important context for learning and 

developing social skills and help to promote general wellbeing and happiness’ (Department of 

Education and Science, 2022, p.81). In a systematic literature review, Dervan, Egan and Ring (2023) 

recommended the identification of evidenced based practices which are realistic, implementable 

and achievable which should be used in natural settings. The classroom and the school yard were 

highlighted as the most important settings for autistic children to acquire and practise social 

communication and social interaction skills to promote positive inclusive outcomes.  They noted 

that possessing, or acquiring good social skills are key to more successful engagement in social 

situations.  An inability to initiate or sustain interactions with peers may lead to communication 

barriers like social isolation or misunderstandings due to differences in verbal and nonverbal 

communication.  

Rowley et al. (2012) discussed the vulnerability of autistic pupils in the schoolyard who have 

difficulty understanding jokes, having unusual and restricted interests and limited topics of 

conversation. These behaviours identify autistic pupils as being ‘different’ leading to teasing, 

mockery, isolation, or rejection. Batten (2005) revealed that peer bullying and the encouragement 

of autistic pupils to engage in inappropriate behaviours in the schoolyard due to their inability to 

understand social cues and other peers’ motives, can lead to frustration because ‘low level bullying 

and teasing from other children trigger a sudden and violent response’ (Batten, 2005, p. 93). In a 

survey of 1221 parents, Zablotsky et al. (2014) demonstrated that pupils with a diagnosis of 

Asperger’s Syndrome have a greater risk of being victimised and autistic pupils attending 

mainstream classes were more likely to be bullied than those in autism units. Chiu et al. (2018) in a 

parental survey on risk factors and victimisation of autistic pupils found that 72% of adolescents 

with autism experienced exclusion and isolation and 62% reported verbal bullying. Having friends or 

a peer group in the yard serves as a protective factor and a deterrent to bullies according to 

Kendrick, Jutengren and Stattin (2012), whose findings supported the ’friendship protection 

hypothesis’ (p. 1069) The researchers emphasised the quality of support and suggested that 

interventions should focus on increasing the perceptions of support groups. Alcorn et al. (2023) 

concluded that following the Learning about Neurodiversity at School programme (LEANS) 

neurotypical pupils understood the concept and terminology of neurodiversity and had increased 

positive attitudes and intended actions. Couper, Sutherland and van Bysterveldt (2013) 

acknowledged the value of the schoolyard in building an inclusion bridge for students with social 
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communication and social interaction difficulties, to help them to engage in typical playground 

games or group activities when they have limited interests or prefer solitary activities. The 

researchers emphasised the value of play as an opportunity to develop skills in co-operation and 

friendship: 

                  ‘Inclusion is more than just placement in regular classrooms. It is about feelings of  

                  belonging in the whole school community and that includes being able to participate. 

                  in the school playground without feelings of anxiety, isolation, or vulnerability.’  

                 (Couper, Sutherland and van Bysterveldt, 2013, p25)  

 

Evidenced based strategies for inclusion 
 

Much of the literature is concerned with the effects of autistic children’s deficits and focuses on how 

those shortcomings could be remediated. Syriopoulou-Delli et al. (2016) in a study of primary and 

secondary education in Greek autism units examined the impact of age, gender, cognitive ability, 

and language differences on social skills. They concluded that all pupils with deficits in social 

communication competencies and social interaction skills have reduced social outcomes and 

experience exclusion from peer groups, but the variables which most influenced the socialisation of 

autistic pupils were intellectual disability and language impairments. Arguably therefore, since only 

autistic children who are capable of, or suitable for inclusion in the mainstream yards of Irish 

schools exhibit neither of these variables, improved inclusion in the yard is possible.  

In a similar but smaller study, Yavuz, Selçuk and Korkmaz (2019) investigated the associations  

between communication skills and social competence in autistic children through teacher 

observation and suggested that improving non-verbal skills through interventions might increase 

positive social relations. Chamberlain, Kasari and Rotherham-Fuller (2007) indicated that reduced 

social communication competencies and social interaction opportunities significantly impacted 

friendships and noted that children with autism who ‘experienced lower centrality, acceptance, 

companionship, and reciprocity; yet they did not report greater loneliness’ (p. 230). They outlined 

that loneliness or aloneness may result from lack of self-awareness, social skills, or the autistic 

pupils’ interest in solitary pursuits and that engagement with classmates should be facilitated and 

encouraged. 
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Teacher led inclusion (Child assisted interventions) 

  

Fahy, Delicate and Lynch (2021) established that much of the literature about inclusive play related 

to staff leading or organising child assisted interventions to improve the social skills of autistic 

pupils. Chang, Shih and Kasari (2016) similarly noted that teaching classroom strategies such as 

friendship themed social stories, role-play using puppets and friendship modelling were useful to 

develop friendships. Alternative activities and playmates could be suggested, and inappropriate 

behaviours could be re-directed to improve the quality of dyadic play.  They suggested that the 

definition of friendship or the reliability of reports about friendship needed to be reconsidered 

because the pupil observed by the teacher as being a significant friend to the autistic child was not 

identified by the parent of the autistic child as being a friend 50% of the time.  

Research from Kretzmann, Shih and Kasari (2015) ‘Remaking Recess’ yielded positive results 

indicating that autistic children benefited from increased staff knowledge and their use of inclusive 

strategies. The intervention was led by the researchers who trained staff on the social difficulties of 

autism, provided daily coaching for identifying autistic pupils, modelled strategies for starting 

games and conversations and guided how and when staff should fade support. At follow-up, the 

researchers noted that although engagement remained significant, staff buy-in did not, and the 

need for regular staff training was advised. Gilmore et al. (2019) highlighted areas where autistic 

pupils could benefit from support in the playground, particularly around appropriate conflict 

resolution.  Thiemann-Bourque, Johnson and Brady (2019) noted how teachers can hinder peer to 

peer relationships in the mainstream setting because of their supervisory presence. Having an adult 

present may be reassuring for an autistic pupil who has a preference to ‘engage more frequently in 

social activities with parents and other adults than with peers’ (Bauminger-Zviely and Agam-Ben-

Artzi, 2014, p.1734), however, non-autistic pupils may find it off-putting when an adult interferes 

and directs their play. Dervan, Egan and Ring (2024) concluded that school was the optimal 

environment to teach acceptance through collaborative play, and school staff were best placed to 

teach peer-mediation. They stressed the necessity to develop school-based social communication 

and social interaction opportunities so that successful inclusion is enabled and facilitated. 
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Peer led inclusion 
 

The Playground Observation of Peer Engagement (POPE) designed by Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller and 

Locke (2005) is a timed-interval behaviour-coding system and was used by Kasari et al. (2012) to 

evaluate peer-mediated and child-assisted interventions (teacher led) where neurotypical peers 

received training and autistic pupils were taught social skills. They concluded that peer mediation 

was superior to child assisted interventions and gains were maintained after three months because 

it is an evidenced-based practice which encourages neurotypical peers to participate and to 

communicate effectively with their autistic peers. Autistic pupils benefitting from both peer-

mediated and child-assisted interventions made additional significant gains. Like research by Chang, 

Shih and Kasari (2016), the researchers demonstrated that reciprocal friendships remained low 

because autistic pupils did not nominate a neurotypical peer as a friend and hypothesised that 

pupils with autism did not recognise the offers of friendship. In a follow-up study, it was noted that 

only the peers involved in peer mediation training continued to be more inclusive, resulting in 

autistic pupils engaging in less solitary play and more conversation and games. Some caveats to this 

research are that the pupils in this study were male, and female friendship can be very nuanced, 

and since researchers and not staff administered the intervention, the learning acquired was not 

maintained within the school. In a systematic review, Young (2019) reported considerable variability 

on the role of peers and noted that the lack of follow up data limits the generalisation of findings.  

 

Conclusion  
 

The limited research on the inclusion of pupils with autism in primary school suggests that 

evidenced school-based training and research yields the best short-term and long-term results, 

however regular upskilling is necessary to maintain the gains. Research utilising strategies taught in 

clinics by researchers is not readily transferable to school settings. To reduce the ‘impairment effect’ 

of the social relational understanding of disability means adapting the yard, teaching about 

neurodiversity, and encouraging active and genuine inclusion. Peers are the best mediators, but 

learning from inclusive education programmes does not extend to peers who have not been taught 

the programme, therefore a whole school intervention and an informed mindset is needed. Blake et 

al. (2018) stresses the importance of inclusion for the acquisition of social skills and learning from 

peers through observation and imitation, but Fahy, Delicâte and Lynch (2021) noted that autistic 
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pupils may be uncomfortable and change their play patterns when non-autistic pupils are present.  

Applying the social model of inclusion means adapting the yard and accommodating the needs of all 

children through systemic change across the school community, but the needs and vulnerabilities of 

pupils with autism must be considered to ensure well-being and to reduce the risk of victimisation.  

The following chapter sets out the methodology adopted for this participatory action research 

study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19 | P a g e  
 

Chapter 3. Research Methodology  

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter outlines the research design adopted for this study which investigated the inclusion of 

autistic pupils in a primary school yard. A rationale for the selection of data collection methods, 

instruments and sampling, the decision to use both qualitative and quantitative approaches to 

triangulate the results, the recruitment of participants and storage of data is discussed. Finally, 

reflexivity, ethical considerations and limitations of the study are also considered.  

Using the philosophical worldview of pragmatism, the aim of the study was to acquire a range 

of perspectives using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews to establish practical, 

achievable, and transformative strategies for improving the schoolyard environment. Epistemology 

according to Ejnavarzala (2019) is concerned with theories of knowledge and what comprises 

knowledge.  Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) state that the epistemological concept of 

pragmatism depends on the research question and that any observations of phenomena and 

subjective understanding provide usable knowledge. They also outline the ontological concept of 

pragmatism as using multiple views of external knowledge which allows the research question to be 

answered.  Brydon-Miller (2020) determined that participatory action research ‘has a distinct 

ontological and epistemological stance’ (p. 108) and recommended that the generation of 

knowledge, the research findings and applications should have input from all stakeholders. They 

questioned whether the ultimate ownership of the research remained with the researchers or the 

collaborators.  

 

Research design 

  

The choice of participatory action research was derived from the need to investigate inclusive 

practices in the primary school yard in a real-world environment, and to gain knowledge about the 

inclusion of pupils from experienced educators before beginning a transformative process. Al-

Ababneh (2020) concludes that a quantitative methodology is based in the positivist paradigm while 

qualitative methodology is based in the interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivism is situated in the 

ontological concept of pragmatism which advocates for the use of qualitative and quantitative 

methods and any other means of obtaining knowledge and insight.  Lake and Wendland (2018) 
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recommended participatory action research for practitioners who wish to respond justly, 

democratically, and swiftly to complicated place-based, and specific social issues. They hypothesised 

that conventional research is rarely inclusive and that training resilient change-agents who have the 

ability, authority, and flexibility to address the challenges in a collaborative manner should be 

advocated for. Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) reported that participatory action research is useful to 

generate knowledge collaboratively, to act impactfully, and to disseminate findings in a productive 

and transformative manner.  

Participatory action research is placed within the pragmatic paradigm because it rejects the 

need to situate the research within either the positivism or interpretivist paradigm. It enables the 

researcher to address questions without being concerned whether the data is quantitative or 

qualitative, uses actions and research methods which are best suited to the study, and emphasises 

the need for the practical and the possible. It also allows for the selection of the most appropriate 

and feasible research design and methodologies, when the acquired data is from ‘people in the 

know, books, leaders in organisations’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, p.27). 

The aim of the first phase of this participatory action research project is to improve the 

inclusion of autistic pupils in the schoolyard by consulting staff as an initial step towards instigating 

change. After the submission of the thesis the second phase of the study will identify areas or topics 

which need addressing and autistic and neurotypical pupils could be interviewed individually and 

consulted collectively through the student council.  
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Figure 1: Planning and implementing phase 1 of the participatory action research project 

 

Data collection methods, instruments, and sampling 
 

This mixed methods study gathered both quantitative and qualitative data from a questionnaire 

circulated to twenty-eight staff members within one school. For triangulation and consistency, 

qualitative data was gathered from five semi-structured interviews. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2009) recommended using different data collecting techniques to ascertain that the data from the 

quantitative survey, verified the data from the qualitative interview. According to Silverman (2021) 

triangulation can be either method triangulation which combines different ways of obtaining data 

or data triangulation which combines different findings.  

The semi-structured interview (Appendix 1) was designed using a five-phase framework (Kallio 

et al., 2016) which involved the identification of pre-requisites for choosing the semi-structured 

interview format, the gathering and application of previous knowledge, the formulation and pilot-

testing of the semi-structured interview guide and the presentation of the complete semi-
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structured guide so that subsequent researchers could exactly replicate the study. The research 

advocates for the contribution to objectivity, trustworthiness, and plausibility of this method. The 

semi-structured interview was designed with follow-up questions and prompts, piloted, and 

amended until the questions sought the specific information needed and excluded the gathering of 

unnecessary data. Although Kallio et al. (2016) advocated using the framework for semi-structured 

interviews, the questionnaire for this study (Appendix 2) was designed in a similar fashion for ease 

of triangulation and thematic analysis, to produce both quantitative and qualitative data and to 

demonstrate a consistency with the qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews. The 

questionnaire employed closed and open-ended questions, Likert questions and photographs, and 

was piloted for validity and reliability (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). 

            This study used convenience sampling of school staff with the purpose of gathering data from 

participants who had at least three years of teaching experience, or three years of supporting 

autistic pupils in the classroom, and who had supervised regularly in the mainstream yard.  Pupils 

and parents were excluded. In this study, questionnaire respondents included members of school 

staff: class teachers, Special Education Teachers (SETs) and SNAs, the latter group spend nearly 150 

minutes a week supervising in the yard while teachers spend just 30 minutes weekly in supervision. 

A final question in the questionnaire invited all respondents to volunteer to take part in a semi-

structured interview from which five participants were randomly selected. Respondents who did 

not meet the criteria were excluded from the data generated.   

 

Ethical considerations 
 

Ethical approval for the study was sought from Hibernia College Ethics Committee and from the 

principal of the primary school. Adhering to the principles of British Educational Research 

Association (BERA, 2018) ethical guidelines was paramount in the design and execution of the 

research to protect participants from risk or harm, to ensure informed consent was sought and 

participants were aware of their freedom to withdraw from the study. The confidentiality and 

anonymity of any information supplied was guaranteed and GDPR considerations were paramount 

in the storage of data. The questionnaires were formulated using Google forms. Soft copies (e.g., 

transcripts, questionnaire responses) are stored on the school Google Drive that requires a two-step 

verification and could only be accessed by the researcher and the supervisor if necessary. The 

interviews were recorded using a voice recorder application on a mobile phone without a 
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functioning SIM card and unconnected to the internet. Audio data was transcribed to a dedicated 

two-step password protected file to a Microsoft 365 school account before the audio recording was 

deleted. Only data needed for the participatory action research project was collected and will be 

retained after the project is completed for three years. All names and identifying information were 

changed. Hard copies of paper notes of interviews are stored safely in a lockable, fireproof cabinet, 

while the interview consent forms are stored separately from the interview data in a locked 

fireproof cabinet in another office within the school premises, both of which are secured daily. Data 

was not stored on a portable memory bank and the computer used is securely password protected. 

 

Research procedure 
 

On receiving permission from Hibernia College Ethics Committee to begin data collection, the 

researcher met with the School Principal and informed him of the nature of the action research 

project and how the potential of the research could benefit and improve the inclusion of autistic 

pupils. The researcher explained the rules and regulations around anonymity and confidentiality 

and obtained the principal’s signed permission before proceeding (Appendix 3). He was provided 

with copies of the information sheets, consent form, the questionnaire, and the semi-structured 

interview questions. Subsequently, the researcher placed information leaflets (Appendix 4a) 

describing the study in the staffroom and subsequently emailed a project information letter 

(Appendix 4b) to all potential participants which included a link to an online questionnaire.  

The first section of the questionnaire (Appendix 2) reiterated the purpose of the study and 

invited respondents to confirm their understanding and give consent to participate before 

continuing to the next section. A final question in the questionnaire invited all respondents to 

volunteer to take part in a semi-structured interview from which five participants were randomly 

selected. Once confirmation of agreement to be interviewed was received from the self-selected 

participants, they were provided with the Research Information Sheet (Appendix 5) which explained 

in detail the nature of the research and the procedures involved and informed them that their 

consent could be withdrawn without any negative consequences during the data collection phase, 

and up to one month after data collection was completed. Participants were provided with a copy of 

the interview questions in advance (Appendix 1) and could access a copy of their recording and/or 

transcript of the recording on request. Research participants were informed of the right to 

confidentiality, anonymity and non-traceability of any information and opinions which they 
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provided during the research. They were informed that the data may be used to present at 

conferences or to publish academic papers.    

Immediately prior to the interview, participants were given an opportunity to further clarify 

that they are agreeable to the interview before signing a consent form (Appendix 6). The thirty-

minute semi-structured interviews took place in the office of the Autism Unit outside of school 

hours for privacy and confidentiality, and not to erode teaching time. A SIM-free mobile phone was 

used to record the interviews and was locked securely while the data was being transcribed.  A 

range of school documents (e.g. Special Education Needs Policy, yard code of behaviour and 

attendance records) were also collected. 

 

Data analysis 
 

Two questions of the questionnaire ascertained whether the respondent supervised in the 

mainstream yard and if they had more than three years teaching or working experience with autistic 

pupils. Data from respondents which did not meet the criteria was removed before proceeding to 

generating results.  Data from the open-ended questions in the questionnaire was statistically 

analysed for descriptive frequencies and interviews were transcribed and analysed thematically due 

to the flexibility and adaptability of thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2023) outlined the diversity 

of thematic analysis and proposed that it is better understood as a family of methods. Open ended 

questions from the questionnaires and interview transcripts were analysed inductively to determine 

emerging themes, and deductively to identify codes as recommended by Hatch (2023).   

                 Three levels of coding were generated to capture the totality of the data guided by 

Langdridge (2009), who advocated that first order coding categorises and organises the data into 

chunks leading to multiples of descriptive codes.  In this action research project, the second order 

coding reduced the number of codes into broader categories and moved towards interpreting the 

participants words and intentions. Third order coding and thematic analysis drew out the 

overarching themes and captured the meaning in the descriptive and interpretative codes resulting 

in key ideas and observations.  The codes were reviewed multiple times until consistency in theme 

identification was reached. Having designed the questionnaire and the semi-structured interview to 

capture data which aligned with pre-selected themes as suggested by Kallio et al. (2016), great care 

was  subsequently taken to avoid topic summaries in the data analysis phase, and to let the data 

dictate the themes as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2023), who warn against being pre-



25 | P a g e  
 

disposed towards set themes and to observe reflexive practices by letting the themes self-identify.  

Folkes (2023) advocates not being limited to a menu of positionalities but to have an awareness of 

the value of visible and invisible tools to develop reflexive qualitative research. Subsequently 

interview data was re-examined to observe the interviewees’ uncertainty, lack of confidence, 

changes in tone of voice, and pauses to reflect the invisible and unwritten communication leading 

to more authentic and trustworthy analysis. 

 

Limitations of the study. 
 

Being a newly vertical and co-educational school with three newly established autism special 

classes, many of the staff are young and newly qualified. The school is an urban DEIS Band 1 school 

and there is a high rate of absenteeism (15.5%) among all pupils including autistic pupils, which may 

or may not impact the data on inclusive practices in the yard. Replicating the study in schools where 

the autism special classes are well established, where the staff is older and more experienced, or in 

a non-DEIS school could be beneficial. Even though Brydon-Miller (2020) recommended consulting 

all stakeholders, it was not possible to include the voice of the autistic pupil in the first phase of the 

action research project. Since the convenience sample size was very small and the lack of random 

selection of respondents means that selection bias restricts large-scale generalisation of the findings 

(Emerson, 2021). The researchers personal bias has been noted and steps taken to become more 

reflexive through journalling, engaging in additional research, consulting with the supervisor and re-

examining the data to reflect hidden communications and meanings.  

Conclusion  
 

Gathering, assembling, and analysing the data ethically and reflexively into a coherent, nuanced and 

true reflection of the current state of the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard with the 

intention to address the challenges was an arduous task, but the time taken reflects the necessity to 

let the themes self-identify (Braun and Clarke, 2023). The totality of data accumulated from the 

questionnaires and the semi-structured interview will be expanded further in the Findings Chapter 

that follows. 
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Chapter 4. Findings  
 

Findings are presented in two sections. Section 1 outlines staff viewpoints on the inclusion of 

autistic pupils in the mainstream yard, their confidence level when working with autistic pupils and 

their personal continuing professional development (CPD) specifically in autism.  Staff perceptions 

of autistic pupils’ enjoyment of the mainstream yard and the difficulties which staff have identified 

as being impactful for autistic pupils is detailed.  Staff perceptions of neurotypical pupils’ awareness 

of autism and a comparison between inclusion in the junior and the senior yard is also reported. 

        Section 2 reports staff responses as to how the yard could be physically adapted to enable 

inclusion. Teaching and learning strategies are identified which could be introduced to enhance the 

experience of the school yard for autistic pupils. Finally, there is an account of the role that 

neurotypical peers can play in fostering the inclusion of pupils with autism in the school yard.  

 

Section 1: staff viewpoints, confidence levels and continuing professional development  
 

Respondents’ characteristics 

 

The questionnaire was completed by twenty- three staff members, and responses to the first two 

questions eliminated five respondents who did not fulfil both criteria of having more than three 

years’ experience of working in schools (Q.1) and working with autistic pupils (Q.2) (Figure 2). The 

profiles of questionnaire participant indicate that nine respondents (50%) have between three- and 

five-years’ experience with autistic pupils. However, since five respondents were excluded because 

they had less than three years’ experience, the percentage of respondents with less than five years’ 

experience is high at 61%.  All staff have had experience of supervising in the mainstream yard 

(Q.3). 
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Figure 2. Respondents’ years of working in schools and working with autistic pupils (from 

questionnaire) 

  

Staff continuing professional development and confidence levels.  
 

    

 
 

Figure 3. Staff continuing professional development                

Half (50%) of questionnaire respondents reported that they had not received any training or CPD in 

autism and only 22% had accessed a small number of webinars. One respondent had completed a 
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summer course in autism (20 hours), and another had completed a QQI level 7 autism course 

(Figure 3). From the questionnaire, only 33% of staff were very confident in their ability to support 

an autistic pupil in the yard, 56% were somewhat confident and all five interviewees were very 

confident (Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 4. Staff confidence levels in understanding and supporting autistic pupils. 

 

Staff viewpoints on the inclusion of autistic pupils in the mainstream yard.  

 

From the qualifying staff members, 78% felt that inclusion should be a school-wide initiative and 

whilst 22% agreed with that sentiment, they observed that autistic pupils should also learn to adapt 

to the yard. Each of the five participants who agreed to an individual interview noted the need to 

teach social skills to all children including autistic pupils, and that all pupils needed to adapt to 

social situations, and to the yard. No staff members indicated that it was solely the responsibility of 

the autistic pupil to adapt.  Participant 4 felt that bullying was not an issue and that there is less of a 

stigma to autism now than in the past, but inclusion should be expected.  
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Staff perceptions of autistic pupils’ enjoyment of the yard.  
 

 

 

Figure 5. Staff perceptions of autistic pupils’ enjoyment of the yard (from the questionnaire) 

 

From the questionnaire, staff perceived that autistic pupils sometimes enjoyed the yard (50%) or 

most of the time (39%) (Figure 5). All interview participants felt that autistic pupils sometimes 

enjoyed the yard but that it depended on the day, the child, the other children, whether the pupil 

was integrating from the autism special class, and many other variables. Participant 3 noted that 

autistic pupils can be overstimulated by the time they come out to the yard and need to de-stress. 

Participant 1 observed that autistic pupils ‘enjoy the yard but not in the same way as other 

pupils……. I see them wandering around on their own or, running around the edge of the astro-turf 

with one other person’. Three interviewees spoke about the additional needs and anxieties of pupils 

from the special class when integrating in the mainstream yard. The number of pupils, the range of 

classes, the lack of availability of familiar toys and equipment, the noise level, the lack of a sensory 

area, the presence of ball games, the lack of a safe and quiet space and the lack of a coherent 

general integration policy or plan, all contributed to their anxiety. Two staff from the interview 

observed that autistic pupils from the special class were happy to play on the climbing frame prior 

to the arrival of the mainstream pupils. 
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Difficulties in the yard as identified by staff  

                      

Data from the open-ended survey questions exploring the nature of difficulties yielded findings 

which partly reflected some of the difficulties which the interviewees had noted (Table 1).  

 

 

Table 1. Difficulties encountered by autistic pupils in the yard as identified by staff 

Two significant themes of difficulties emerged from the data: the physical structure of the yard and 

the need for self-regulation, and social emotional competencies.  Among the regulation difficulties 

outlined by both interviewees and questionnaire respondents are; autistic pupils seek to be alone, 

are affected by noise and need to self-regulate by stimming, swinging, spinning, walking around and 

general movement.  They also become upset with peers who do not follow their rules and react 

when there is a change in routine or staff.  Participant 2 noted that self-regulating is onerous for an 

Difficulties in the yard as identified by teachers/ SNAs                            Open ended 
questions in 
questionnaire  

Interviews  

The structure of the 
yard and regulation 
difficulties 

Autistic pupils can seek to be alone 7 (38.8%) 2 (40%) 

There are too many pupils in the yard/ the yard 
is busy 

3 (16.6%) 3 (60%) 

Autistic pupils can be affected by noise  6 (33.3%) 4 (80%) 

Autistic pupils need to regulate (Stimming, 
swinging, spinning, walking around etc) 

3 (16.6%) 4 (80%) 

Lack of appropriate equipment 5(27.7%) 4 (80%) 

Need to have access to nature.  3 (16.6%) 4 (80%) 

Social Emotional  
Competence 
difficulties 

Autistic pupils can lack social skills  11 (61.1%) 1 (20%) 

Autistic pupils can have difficulties 
communicating effectively 

3 (16.6%) 0 (0%) 

Autistic pupils can have difficulties knowing how 
to initiate play  

6 (33.3%) 2 (40%) 

Autistic pupils can have difficulties playing with 
neurotypical pupils 

10 (55.5%) 1 (20%) 

Autistic pupils can have difficulties 
understanding rules 

5 (27.7%) 1 (20%) 

Autistic pupils can get upset when others do not 
follow their rules 

3 (16.6%) 1 (20%) 

Autistic pupils seek to play/talk with adult 2 (11.1%) 3 (60%) 

Autistic pupils do not like changes in routine/ 
changes in staff 

2 (11.1%) 1(20%) 
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autistic pupil because there are too many pupils running about, or the yard is busy and there is a 

lack of appropriate equipment and access to nature.   

              Difficulties with social emotional competencies as noted by staff included that; autistic 

pupils lack the necessary social skills, may not know how to play with neurotypical pupils, may not 

understand the rules or know how to initiate play, may not be able to communicate effectively, and 

would prefer to play/talk with an adult.  Participant 4 added that autistic pupils often want to spend 

time with adults because they feel more comfortable. Participant 3 observed that the yard can be 

an ‘intimidating and hard place to navigate’ for pupils with autism. Difficulties highlighted by 

Participant 1 included the integration of pupils from the special class into the mainstream yard 

where the lack of structure and access to nature, unfamiliar pupils, the noise level, and unfamiliar 

climbing frames and toys did not ease their transition. Participant 5 noted the importance of the 

SNAs who are in the yard every day and who provide consistency and certainty for autistic pupils. 

Teacher/SNA perceptions of neurotypical pupils’ awareness of autism  

 

Responses to the question on autism awareness (Figure 6) indicate that staff believe that only 11% 

of all pupils are aware of autism, while 83% of staff felt that some pupils have an awareness and 6% 

of staff feel that neurotypical pupils have a limited understanding. In the interviews, three staff felt 

that pupils in the senior classes had more awareness or tolerance of autism, but that it did not 

result in better inclusion.  

 

Figure 6. Staff views on pupils’ awareness of autism (from the questionnaire) 
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A comparison of the inclusion of autistic pupils in the junior and senior yard 

 

 

Table 2. Staff viewpoints on the comparison between inclusion in the junior and senior yard 

 

In an open-ended question about the inclusion of autistic pupils being similar in the junior and 

senior yard, 66.6% of staff felt that there were significant differences between the senior yard and 

the junior yard, while 33.3% of staff felt that inclusion was the same in both yards (Table 2). 

Interview participants thought that inclusion in both yards depended on the age of the autistic 

child, the level of noise and ball play and the gender of the neurotypical children. They also 

observed that pupils from the special classes had additional difficulties because of their low level of 

prior integration and socialisation within the mainstream class. Participant 4 felt that the senior 

autistic pupils have their own way of managing the yard but that that autistic pupils from junior 

classes arrive to school from quiet homes where parents are careful to keep noise to a minimum.  

 

 

 

Is inclusion of autistic 
pupils the same in the 
junior and senior yard. 

Explanations Open 
ended 
question  

Interviews 

Inclusion is better in 
the senior yard 
because  
 

Senior pupils are more aware of the needs of 
autistic pupils 

4 (22.2%) 3 (60%) 

It depends on the year group. Older pupils can be 
more tolerant. 

1 (5.6%) 2 (40%) 

Inclusion is worse in 
the senior yard 
because 

Senior pupils play more sport/ ball games 4 (22.2%) 4 (80%) 

Senior pupils avoid anyone who is different   2 (11.1%) 0 

Autistic pupils play alone more on the senior yard.  3 (16.7%) 2 (40%) 

Inclusion is better in 
the junior yard 
because 

Junior yard is more inclusive.  3 (16.7%) 4 (80%) 

Play is gentler  1(5.6%) 3 (60%)  

There is a variety of play activities 1 (5.6%) 3 (60%) 

Inclusion is worse in 
the junior yard 
because  

Younger autistic pupils are not used to the yard 
and find it overwhelming.  

1 (5.6%) 2 (40%) 

Infants can be very blunt/ unaware/ and might not 
understand the autistic pupils’ difficulties.  

3 (16.7%) 0 
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Section 2: Enabling authentic inclusion in the yard 

 

Staff viewpoints on adapting the yard to aid peer interactions. 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Staff viewpoints on adapting the yard to aid peer interactions. 

 

Responses to the photographic question in the questionnaire asking staff to select appropriate 

adaptations to the mainstream yard broadly correlated with the interview responses (Figure 7). All 

questionnaire respondents felt that the yard needed to be adapted or altered. They identified the 

need for a quiet area, sensory area and a buddy bench and were unanimous that change was 

necessary. All interviewees specifically mentioned adaptations during the interview.  Participant 1 

suggested having a quiet or sensory area in which to regulate in, or to just to play with Lego, ‘Match 

Attax’ cards, or playdough. A sandpit or water area could be included as well as balls and blocks.  

Participant 4 noted that ‘having a darkened corner with ear-defenders available could also help 

them to decompress’. Participant 5 felt that autistic pupils ignored small plastic toys and actively 

sought out leaves and twigs to place in bowls to handle, order and play with, so access to nature 

would be important. 
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Strategies identified by staff that could be used to encourage peer interaction 

 

 

Table 3: Strategies and resources identified by staff to encourage interaction between autistic pupils 

and neurotypical pupils 

 

Strategies which staff identified which could be used to encourage peer interactions are dissected 

into five themes (Table 3) the need for: i) yard resources, ii) teaching social communication skills, iii) 

organised support, iv), autism awareness training, and v) a genuine yard integration plan for special 

class pupils.  

Theme 1 identifies the need for additional resources like more appropriate play equipment, a quiet/ 

sensory area with a ‘Drop and Go Library’, jigsaws and chalkboards and access to nature. Participant 

Strategies that could be used to encourage peer interaction From open 
ended 
question in 
questionnaire  

From 
Interviews 
 

Yard  
Resources needed 
(Theme 1) 

More play equipment is needed 6 (33.3%) 5 (100%) 

Quiet/board game/ chatting area is needed 5 (27.7%) 4 (80%) 

Access to nature   4 (22.2%) 3 (60%) 

Buddy bench/ friendship seat 6 (33.3%) 5 (100%) 

 Teaching social 
communication 
skills (Theme 2) 

Programmes could be used to teach social skills 
to all pupils 

4 (22.2%) 4 (80%) 

Programmes could be used to teach social skills 
to autistic pupils 

6 (33.3%) 3 (60%) 

Need for 
organised support.  
(Theme 3) 

Buddy system/peer support 16 (88.8%) 5 (100%) 

Group/ structured activities (organised by adults)  7 (38.8%) 5 (100%) 

Groups/ structured activities (organised by 
pupils)  

6 (33.3%) 2 (40%) 

Explicitly pre-teaching rules of games to autistic 
pupils 

3 (16.6%) 3 (60%) 

Need for autism 
awareness 
(Theme 4) 

Autism awareness should be taught 7 (38.8%) 5 (100%) 

Rewards/ encouragement for kind play 3 (16.6%) 3 (60%) 

A genuine yard 
integration plan 
for special class 
pupils is needed 
(Theme 5) 

Attending the mainstream yard with an SNA 
should not be the second/ third step in 
integration of autistic pupils from the special 
class   

0 3 (60%) 
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1 felt that autistic pupils consistently enquired about the length of time left in the yard and that 

having a visible timer or clock would reduce stress and give pupils a sense of control.  

         Theme 2 indicates that social communication skills could be taught to all children and that 

additional time could be given to pupils with autism to revise and over-learn. Participant 2 felt that 

teaching peer to peer social skills is difficult because autistic pupils seemed ‘to gravitate towards 

adults, so their pupil/ adult communication skills are good but it’s the peer-to-peer skills that need 

most work’.  Participant 5 thought that ‘Friends programme’, scenarios and drama could be taught 

to all pupils to help with social communication skills with additional time being given to autistic 

pupils.    

        Theme 3 identifies the need for organised support through a ‘Buddy System or peer support, 

having structured activities which could be organised by pupils or by adults, and the rules of games 

could be explicitly pre-taught to autistic pupils. Theme 4 advocates for the need for autism 

awareness training for pupils so that neurotypical pupils would be accommodating to their autistic 

peers. Participant 3 felt that Roots of Empathy or LEANS programmes would be very beneficial.  

        Finally, Theme 5 indicated that there is a need for a genuine plan for the integration of special 

class pupils into the mainstream school. Interviewees noted that pupils from the special class attend 

an English or a Maths class and if that is successful, the next step is to attend the mainstream yard 

to improve their social skills. Once in the mainstream yard, they wander about, move away from the 

other children into the furthest off areas (out of bounds) or hold an SNA’s hand.  Participant 5 

mentioned that special class pupils are present in the mainstream yard but that is not inclusion.  

Participant 3 remarked that that when the mainstream teacher goes on day trips/ swimming lessons 

without including child X (a former classmate newly diagnosed with autism and with a 

recommendation for a place in the special class) that this has ‘broadened the gap socially between 

him and his friends. It’s precluded him from keeping up friendships. He has less in common with his 

friends now.’  
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Staff thoughts on the role of peers in fostering inclusion 
 

In this open-ended question, staff outlined several ways in which neurotypical peers could play a 

role in the inclusion of autistic pupils by having a buddy system/ peer support system, by 

encouraging their peers to play and by organising inclusive games in the yard (Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8. How neurotypical peers can foster inclusion 

 

Staff felt that neurotypical pupils should have an awareness of the difficulties of autistic pupils and 

inclusion should be expected/ fostered. Participant 1 felt that inclusive games should be organised 

by staff because a ten minute first break and a twenty-minute second break were too short to insist 

on neurotypical pupils organising and staying with the same game. Most mainstream pupils move 

from activity to activity when they get distracted, and this could be upsetting for the autistic pupil 

who doesn’t like change. ‘It’s a busy time, a short period of time and it’s not generally a place to 

have games with strict rules’ (Participant 3). 
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When probed about peer-to-peer strategies Participant 4 remarked that ‘it is difficult to socially 

engineer situations’ while Participant 1 felt that the ‘Breakfast Club’ was an ideal place for autistic 

pupils to practice their social skills, because pupils sit down at tables in the order in which they 

arrive to the kitchen. This gives pupils with autism a new opportunity every day to socialise. 

Participant 2 observed that the new Primary Language Curriculum places an emphasis on 

communication skills such as eye contact, gestures and tone of voice which encourages unlikely 

peers to interact.  

Conclusion 
 

Data from the interviews and the open-ended questions in the questionnaire identified strategies 

which could enhance the inclusion of autistic pupils in the mainstream school yard, and which could 

be implemented in a cost-effective way. The principal findings described in this chapter encompass 

the need to: i) change or adapt the structure of the yard to aid sensory regulation, ii) teach 

additional social emotional competencies to autistic pupils, iii) organise support in the yard (child 

assisted and peer mediated), iv) provide autism awareness training for all classes and staff, and v) 

develop a specific yard integration plan for pupils from the autism special class. These themes will 

be further discussed in the following chapter.   
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Chapter 5. Discussion  
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter discusses and contextualises the five themes identified from the findings, in relation to 

the literature, and how they are pertinent to addressing the action research question of ‘Improving 

the inclusion of autistic pupils in the primary school yard’, namely: i) the need for changes or 

adaptions to the yard to aid regulation, ii) the necessity of teaching additional social emotional 

competencies to autistic pupils, iii)  the benefits of organised support in the yard (child assisted and 

peer mediated), iv) the importance of autism awareness training and, v) the requirement for a 

mainstream yard integration plan for pupils from the autism special class.  The implications for 

inclusion of each theme are summarised, and staff suggestions of implementable recommendations 

for change or improvement which could be introduced in the second phase of the participatory 

action research project, are explored.   A final section introduces the limitations and the 

recommendations for future research arising from the findings of this research project. 

Changing or adapting the structure of the yard to aid sensory regulation.  
 

Staff noted that that the existing yard structure and limited-and-limiting equipment in the yard do 

not give autistic pupils opportunities to self-regulate and de-stress by having ‘alone time’. They also 

noted the reluctance of autistic pupils to continue to play on ‘desirable equipment’ when 

mainstream pupils joined them in the yard, which was also acknowledged by Zosh et al. (2018), 

whereby autistic pupils do not have the same equality and equity of access to playgrounds and 

schoolyards. Staff reported that autistic pupils covered their ears and complained about noise and 

the number of pupils running in the yard, while senior pupils were reported to play more ball games 

exacerbating the noise and busyness of the yard, also noted by Fahy, Delicâte and Lynch (2021) in 

that the presence of mainstream pupils sometimes interfered with the enjoyment of the yard, and 

that autistic pupils sought out quieter areas. However, Blake et al. (2018) reported on the value of 

having neurotypical peers in the yard for autistic pupils to observe, imitate and with whom to 

engage in parallel play.  

            Most of the staff agreed that a quiet area for chatting, reading, colouring and board games, 

and a sensory area with access to a sandpit, water, nature and spinning toys was necessary. Guirguis 

(2018) noted the importance of self-regulation for play and vice versa, so a quiet area may be 
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beneficial. Miller et al. (2017) similarly reported that that a sensory-rich area helped pupils to self-

regulate leading to better verbalisation and communication. Cox, Loeback and Little (2018) noted 

that playing with natural elements stimulated pupils’ creativity and imaginative play. Staff reported 

that when autistic pupils played with natural objects like leaves, stones, twigs and flowers (making 

daisy chains for other pupils) they were engrossed and content. One participant suggested that part 

of the grass and shrub area next to the yard but separated by a low wall could be repurposed as a 

wild natural sensory area (Luchs and Fikus, 2013; Czalczynska-Podolska, 2014). Engaging in 

repetitious activities such as spinning on the spot, swinging arms and walking or running around the 

circular edge of the astro-turf yard were noted by staff as self-regulatory activities (Fahy, Delicâte 

and Lynch, 2021). Staff felt that a quiet area and a sensory area could be easily combined in a 

section of the existing covered shed in the yard.  Additional yard equipment with sensory aspects 

could be purchased to create sensory-friendly zones and giant games like Jenga, blocks and large 

soft balls could be mandated as sharing toys, reflecting Couper, Sutherland and van Bysterveldt 

(2013) study which advocated for the use of wheeled toys that needed two children to keep them 

moving to encourage pupils to play and chat together. Recognising the propensity for autistic pupils 

to stand back and watch, one interviewee advocated that if there wasn’t sufficient games and toys 

available for everyone; a class rota could be organised so autistic pupils didn’t have to compete with 

neurotypical pupils for access to equipment.  

            Staff also suggested that a concerted and positive effort to promote friendship and 

camaraderie among pupils and autistic pupils should be encouraged and supported (Kendrick, 

Jutengren and Stattin, 2012). There was unanimous support for the use of a ‘Buddy Bench’ in the 

yard with some interviewees suggesting that a regular garden bench could be repurposed as a 

‘Buddy Bench’ with an overhead placard. Although Martin and Milton (2017) supported the use of 

‘Buddy systems’ which benefits autistic pupils by creating a co-operative atmosphere in class, they 

warn against coercing ‘people into false friendships’ (p.121).  One staff member also highlighted the 

reassurance that an unobtrusively installed visible clock or sand timer could give autistic pupils to 

reduce stress levels and to give them a sense of control also advocated for by Martin et al. (2019). 

Modifying the yard to become more inclusive aligns with the social relational understanding of 

disability by removing the ‘barrier to doing’ in the environment to address the ‘barrier to being’ and 

negating the ‘impairment effect’ of disability as outlined by Thomas (2004). 
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Teaching social emotional competencies to autistic pupils 
 

Staff felt that to achieve the genuine inclusion of autistic pupils in the yard all pupils needed to 

acquire inclusive social and emotional competencies. Milton et al. (2018) reported that neuro-

diverse and neurotypical people lacked an understanding of each other’s communication styles and 

that, understanding and empathy were at the foundation of remedying and repairing the effects of 

‘double empathy’. Similarly, staff viewpoints reflect the findings of Harvey (2018) that alternative 

communication styles are differences and since the impairment is societal, everyone needs to 

adapt.  The abhorrence of a deficit-focused approach which is disrespectful towards the autistic 

person was also reflected by the interviewees who advocated for a neurodiversity informed 

approach (Leadbetter et al., 2021).  

                Some staff indicated that autistic pupils could benefit from partaking in social emotional 

learning in class and child-assisted strategies, which could be applied to the yard. Strategies 

included the provision of additional teaching and guidance to navigate the complex social dynamics 

of the schoolyard, and strategies to navigate social interactions to reduce autistic pupils’ feelings of 

isolation, exclusion, or anxiety. Friendship skills such as sharing, taking turns, and listening have a 

significant role in social emotional learning, in addition to engagement in leisure activities, play skills 

and special interests reflecting observations from Fletcher-Watson and Happé (2019). Among the 

difficulties for autistic pupils identified by staff were difficulties with initiating and maintaining 

conversation and play, not understanding rules or having an overly fixed idea of the implementation 

of the rules. Yavuz, Selçuk and Korkmaz (2019) maintained that through using teacher interventions 

and child assisted strategies; an improvement in non-verbal skills might contribute to better 

friendship and reciprocity among autistic and non-autistic pupils.   

Staff noted that the Friends’ Programme which is currently offered in an ad-hoc fashion in school 

could be extended as a whole school approach to ensure that all classes benefit. This reflects 

findings from Dervan, Egan and Ring (2023) who recommended the use of evidence-based practices 

which are realistic and achievable in natural settings. According to Burke, Prendeville, and Veale 

(2017) the ‘Friends Programme’ is invaluable for teaching social emotional learning because pupils 

with autism became ‘more aware of their shared interests as friendships became generalised 

outside of the group based on common interest such as computer gaming’ (p. 444). Additional time 

could be spent on exploring what friendship looks like for autistic pupils considering Chang, Shih 
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and Kasari (2016) findings that autistic pupils did not identify reciprocal friendships. Staff also 

identified that the ‘School Breakfast Club’ presented autistic and non-autistic pupils with an ideal 

opportunity to practice and develop social skills acquired from social emotional learning in a natural 

and supportive environment, to learn from positive role models, and to experience a sense of 

belonging. This reiterates Jose et al. (2020) findings that a ‘School Breakfast Club’ enhances social 

interaction and builds connections. Pupils learn cooperative skills when sharing food, cleaning up, 

and have improved manners. 

          According to staff, bullying was not considered an issue in the school which is contrary to the 

findings of Rowley et al. (2012) on the vulnerability of autistic pupils in the mainstream yard. 

Although results from a study on risk factors and victimisation of autistic pupils by Chiu et al. (2018) 

reported that 72% of parents felt that their children were isolated, staff interviews indicated that 

isolation can be nuanced because it is impossible to ascertain if autistic pupils are choosing to play 

and walk around on their own, or whether they feel excluded. Chamberlain, Kasari and Rotherham-

Fuller (2007) also felt that autistic pupils lack of self-awareness or interest in solitary activities could 

be perceived as loneliness.  One staff member felt that the perceived isolation of autistic pupils in 

the yard could be investigated to evaluate whether it was the special classes’ autistic pupils’ choice 

or wish to integrate into the mainstream yard. Fahy, Delicâte and Lynch (2021) noted that on some 

school days ‘playing with mainstream children may not be the preference for the children with 

autism’ (p. 122)   

Facilitating organised support in the yard (child assisted and peer mediated) 

 

Staff felt that by incorporating the child assisted strategies which are learnt in the classroom and 

practiced in the ‘Breakfast Club’ and elsewhere, autistic pupils have a template for socialisation in 

the yard. Staff observed that some autistic pupils’ preference for adult company may result from a 

need for familiarity and security particularly in the junior yard (Bauminger-Zviely and Agam-Ben-

Artzi, 2014). Even though Gilmore et al. (2019) stressed the importance of intervening and 

supporting autistic pupils in the yard, staff felt that it might be counter-productive if the supporting 

staff member is viewed as a playmate by the younger autistic pupils, and the adult interference and 

attention which comes from including a pupil with autism is unwelcomed by senior neurotypical 

pupils. Participant 3 felt that addressing difficulties with social emotional competencies through 

using evidenced-based social and emotional learning was of little benefit if autistic pupils are not 
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supported adequately with child assisted strategies in the yard, particularly around appropriate 

conflict resolution and the perception of rules and fair play (Gilmore et al., 2019).       

           Acknowledging that peer mediation was deemed superior to child-assisted interventions 

(Kasari et al., 2012), a suggested best option to maintain newly acquired child assisted and peer 

mediated strategies and skills across the school, would be to train and regularly upskill all staff who 

are in contact with autistic pupils (Kretzmann, Shih and Kasari, 2015).  A short-term option 

suggested by Participant 5 would be to set up one peer mediation group of five pupils in each class 

upwards from second class, so that all senior autistic pupils would benefit immediately, negating 

the need for adult involvement. The long-term plan could be to extend peer mediation to all pupils 

in second class (one group at a time). Within five years, all pupils from second class upwards would 

have an awareness of peer mediation and inclusion. Interviewees highlighted the importance of 

using SNAs as a resource, due to their presence in the yard at every break, but with training and 

ongoing staff support (Dervan, Egan and Ring, 2024). 

Autism awareness training 
 

Data from the open-ended questions in the survey yielded very interesting findings which reflected 

some of the observations made by the five staff who self-selected for interview; specifically 66% of 

staff and 100% of the interviewees advocated for the need for autism awareness training for pupils 

and felt that inclusion should be expected and fostered. Staff mentioned the ‘Learning About 

Neurodiversity at School’ (LEANS) programme which is evidenced based and increases positive 

attitudes towards neurodiversity (Alcorn et al., 2023). Another suggestion from staff was the ‘Roots 

of Empathy’ programme (Gordon, 2000). However, using a cluster randomised controlled trial and 

evaluation, Connolly et al. (2018) reported that following the ‘Roots of Empathy’ programme, there 

was an improvement in pupils’ behaviour, but it was not accompanied by a noticeable change in 

pupils’ levels of empathy or their ability to recognise emotions in others. The ‘Together Towards 

Inclusion’ (2007) programme was specifically mentioned in the Autism Innovation Strategy (2024) 

and will be supported by the Department of Education and Science (DES) and the NCSE will receive 

funding to coordinate and evaluate the programme.  

            Some staff also felt that neurotypical pupils could organise an inclusive game rota for their 

autistic peers while a significant number of staff felt that inclusive games and a buddy system or 

peer support should be available to everyone and that pupils should be rewarded for their 
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encouragement and inclusion of their autistic peers. In the school context of this action research 

project, it is difficult for staff to establish a rapport, support autistic pupils or use consistent 

strategies since teachers supervise once or twice a week in the mainstream yard which may further 

exacerbate the challenges for autistic pupils in navigating social and sensory environments 

effectively 

             Similarly, autism awareness training should also be made available to every staff member as 

56% of staff were only ‘somewhat confident’ in their ability to support and understand autistic 

pupils, despite having worked with autistic pupils for more than three years. This may be due to lack 

of training or CPD, particularly when 50% of staff responded that they have not had any autism 

training at all and 22% have benefitted from occasional webinars. Including the training information 

of five questionnaire respondents who were eliminated from the data because they did not have 

three years of experience of working with autistic pupils, the percentage of respondents in the 

school who have not received any training at all is 61%. Barry et al. (2021) in a qualitative study in 

an Irish school reported that autism special class teachers had significantly more CPD which 

correlated with a high usage of evidenced based practices, in comparison to mainstream class 

teachers who having little or no autism training, used very few evidenced based practices despite 

having autistic pupils in their classes. They advocated instilling confidence in mainstream teachers 

by offering timely appropriate CPD, access and support from allied professionals and mentoring 

from SETs. Lake and Wendland (2018) advocated benefitting from the use of and regular upskilling 

of change agents (in the school context; teachers and SNAS) who have the ability, presence and 

flexibility to address the challenges in a collaborative manner (Kretzmann, Shih and Kasari, 2015). 

The rigid adherence of pupils with autism to rules was noted by staff, so training in conflict 

resolution could also be beneficial (Gilmore et al., 2019). The Autism Innovation Strategy (2024) 

states that the DES will continue to work with the Middletown Centre for Autism to enable families 

and teaching professionals to avail of training to enable a neuro-affirmative and inclusive education 

system.  

 

Designing a specific yard integration plan for pupils from the autism special classes. 
 

Participants in the interviews identified the anomaly of integrating pupils from the autism special 

classes into the mainstream yard. To date, the inclusion of these pupils has been randomly 
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organised because special class teachers and mainstream class teachers jointly plan appropriate 

subject areas for the integration of special class pupils into a mainstream class. Integrating those 

pupils into the mainstream yard is often the automatic next step without considering the autistic 

pupil’s readiness. However, both the class teacher and the special class teacher have a limited 

awareness of the autistic pupil’s reaction or their behaviour in the mainstream yard because the 

break and the yard falls outside of areas of responsibility for both. The teacher on supervisory duty 

in the yard is responsible for all the pupils in the yard and there are ten different teachers 

supervising each week on rotation. The need for an integration plan would require whole school 

planning because special class pupils integrate into most class levels, so an overarching plan which 

can adapt to the needs of individual autistic pupils is necessary.  

Interviewees outlined some prerequisites necessary for effective and genuine inclusion such as 

special class pupils not attending the mainstream yard unless there was a certainty that  i) the 

autistic pupil was familiar with the mainstream pupils in the class and had already spent more than 

an hour a day in class with them, ii) the autistic pupil had previously played in the yard many times 

with a few mainstream class members and was familiar with the toys, games, equipment and yard 

rules, iii) the autistic pupil had become familiar with the yard through the use of ‘social stories’ 

following Gray’s specific guidelines (Golzari, Hemati Alamdarloo and Moradi, 2015), iv) autistic 

pupils would benefit from being in the mainstream yard and would not feel uncomfortable and v) 

the autistic pupil would be guaranteed engagement in an agreed activity or had a buddy with whom 

to play with or run around with.  Initially, autistic pupils from the special classes should only be 

included in the mainstream yard for ten minutes daily and the amount of time could increase as 

pupils gained confidence. Inclusion of special class autistic pupils in the mainstream yard needs to 

be planned and regularly reviewed to ensure that integration during yard time is in the best 

interests of each individual autistic pupil.  

 

Recommendations for future research 

 

New phases of the participatory action research project 
 

Since the ultimate ownership of the research of an action research project remains with the 

collaborators and not the researcher (Brydon-Miller, 2020), the staff will be informed of the findings 
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and consulted on the next phase of the project. Using the knowledge generated collaboratively in 

the action research project to transform and reform the current situation (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017), 

the five themes identified in the first phase of the participatory research project could be addressed 

in two further phases. Without the constraints of GDPR and the research guidelines within this 

project, consultation with autistic and neurotypical pupils can be included. 

 

Phase 2: adapting the physical layout of the yard in a cost neutral manner 
 

The first and immediate priority would be to change the physical layout of the yard to include a 

quiet/ sensory area and to incorporate nature into the yard by giving pupils access to the shrubbery 

area which has been heretofore out of bounds for all pupils. The ‘TOPO-32 for Field Observations of 

Outdoor Play’ (Loeback and Cox, 2020) could be used to assess and evaluate how best to improve 

the yard and staff could be consulted on their insight on the restructuring of the yard (Figure 9) and 

the purchase of appropriate equipment and toys.  
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Figure 9. Consultation on the siting of a sensory/ quiet area and nature in the yard (phase 2a) 

 

The second priority would be the identification of agreed and appropriate autism awareness 

programmes for staff and pupils. The Autism Innovation Strategy (2024) has indicated that the 

‘Together Towards Inclusion’ (2007) programme is to be funded and facilitated. This programme 

could be implemented and brought to the attention of and made available to all parents through 

the school’s parents’ council by the Home School Community Liaison Officer. A concerted effort to 

promote autism CPD is necessary to redress the lack of staff training in autism  

A third priority would be a consultation with autistic pupils, neurotypical pupils and staff on the 

purchase of suitable equipment for the yard, with the associated conversations around equality and 

equity of access to the equipment by autistic pupils in the yard (Figure 10). Prior to implementing 

any changes in the yard, it may be possible to do the POPE assessment pre- and post-adaptation of 

the yard to evaluate if the changes were beneficial for autistic pupils 
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Figure 10. Consultation to purchase inclusive yard equipment (phase 2b) 

 

Phase 3: formulating a mainstream yard integration plan for autistic pupils in the autism special 

classes through consultation.  
 

The third phase would be to consult relevant autistic pupils, parents and all staff to formulate a plan 

for the integration of pupils from the autism special classes into the mainstream yard with specific 

criteria for evaluating their suitability, readiness and regulation levels on a day-by-day basis with an 

alternative plan for days when inclusion in the mainstream yard might not be in the best interests of 

the pupil. Based on staff observation of some autistic pupils’ need for alone-time and quiet, it could 

be interesting and informative to organise an informal consultation with autistic pupils on their 

perception of isolation and aloneness in the yard which parents negatively reported (Chiu et al., 

2018).  

 

What yard 
equipment 
should be 

purchased in aid 
the inclusion of 
autistic pupils?

Consult the staff 
and the pupils

Consult at a staff 
meeting and 

discuss with autistic 
pupils and at 

Student Council . 

Examine the 
results. Note the 

findings

Identify what will 
be purchased and 
who will organise.   

IDENTIFY THE 

PROBLEM 

 

PLAN 

OBSERVE 

ACT REFLECT 



48 | P a g e  
 

Limitations of this study 
 

Since this participatory action research project was carried out in a DEIS Band 1 urban school, it may 

not reflect inclusion in the yards of DEIS Band 1 rural schools, which are likely to have more access 

to nature and bigger yards. Similarly, a comparison with non DEIS schools could give different and 

more nuanced results. Although the results of the five semi-structured interviews were 

triangulated, and correlated with the results from the eighteen questionnaires, autistic pupils were 

not consulted which limits the veracity of the findings.  The Playground Observation of Peer 

Engagement (POPE) assessment could also have been used to triangulate the observations of the 

teachers by measuring the autistic pupils’ behaviour in the yard.  

          This study has incidentally highlighted the case of special class pupils in the mainstream yard 

but during inclement weather, these pupils remain in the mainstream classroom and since there are 

ten different teachers weekly on a supervisory rotation, the experience of these pupils is unknown 

and could be considered in another study.  The study did not consider whether pupils from the 

autism special classes reacted, integrated or behaved any differently in their own special class yard 

than in the mainstream yard. A comparison between the experiences of pupils from the autism 

special class in their own yard and in the mainstream yard could be explored. The project did not 

consider whether mainstream autistic pupils would choose to go to the mainstream yard 

considering staff perceptions that 50% of autistic pupils never enjoyed the yard and 39% sometimes 

enjoyed the yard in light of Zablotsky et al. (2014) findings that autistic mainstream pupils were 

more likely to be bullied than special class autistic pupils. The autistic pupils’ voice is paramount in 

any future discussions around inclusion in the yard. 

 

Conclusion and recommendations from the findings of the first phase of the participatory action 

research project 
 

The project was focused on capturing the perspectives of staff using questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews to improve the inclusion of autistic pupils in the mainstream school yard 

because to date, research on evidence- based inclusive strategies has taken place in clinics or in 

offsite settings and not in classrooms or in school yards (Dervan, Egan and Ring, 2024). The research 

project gained an insight from the perspective of school staff into the current inclusion of autistic 
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pupils in the yard, the identification of suitable strategies and adaptations to instigate changes to 

effect equity and to promote inclusive access in the school yard.  

           The recommendations from this study on the inclusion of autistic pupils in the mainstream 

yard includes: i)  sensory-friendly and/or quiet spaces and access to nature within the school yard 

are needed to accommodate the sensory needs of students with autism, ii) opportunities for pupils 

with autism to engage in social interactions and to develop their social skills through structured 

activities and peer mediated programs in the school yard needs to be provided and facilitated, while 

also addressing any specific challenges autistic pupils may face through the use of child assisted 

strategies, iii) peer buddy systems are needed to promote peer interactions and friendships 

between pupils with autism and their neurotypical peers in the school yard, iv) training and 

awareness programme for both pupils and staff are needed to increase the understanding and 

acceptance of autism, fostering of empathy and the promotion of positive interactions and, v) a 

holistic yard integration plan for pupils from the autism special classes to integrate into the 

mainstream yard in a caring and facilitating manner which places the needs of the autistic pupil at 

its centre is necessary. 

The implementation of any recommendations should be conducted in consultation with staff, 

autistic pupils and neurotypical pupils following an awareness programme, and should be regularly 

assessed to ensure the effectiveness of inclusion efforts and support strategies in the school yard. 

Strategies should be adapted as needed to ensure the ongoing success and well-being of students 

with autism. The overarching conclusion is that a school culture which values diversity and 

promotes and facilitates the inclusion of autistic pupils needs to be advocated for, supported and 

enabled to ensure that autistic pupils feel safe, welcomed and included in the school yard. As 

described above, further research phases can enhance this current project and contribute 

substantially to the literature. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Questions for semi-structured interview 

ISSUE/ 

TOPIC  

Guiding Questions  Possible follow up questions Probes  

Consent  Signing consent forms  Explanation   

Theme 

1:  

Current 

situation  

Do you think that all our autistic pupils 

(APs) enjoy the yard in the same way as 

other pupils? 

Could you tell me more about 

that? 

 

What have you 

noticed? 

Are you aware of APs who are having 

social, or friendship struggles in the 

yard?  

Why do say that? 

How often have you often 

noticed that?  

 

Theme 

2: 

Physical 

layout 

Do you think the physical layout of the 

schoolyard impacts the participation of 

APs?  

Could you tell me more about 

this / give me an example? 

What have you 

noticed? 

How could the yard be modified in a 

cost-neutral way to support the inclusion 

of children with autism? 

Could you explain that to me?  

What would the yard look like? 

Why would that be 

beneficial?  

Theme 

3: 

Teacher 

support 

Do some teachers/ SNAs currently 

facilitate the inclusion of APs in the yard? 

How do they do that? 

Why do you think that they 

don’t 

Does it/ Would it 

make a difference? 

Are you aware of anything that we could 

improve to help APs feel more secure in 

the school yard?  

Might that work for us?   

What purpose would that 

serve? 

 

Are you aware of any evidence-based 

programmes or strategies that could be 

beneficial for promoting social skills or 

SCC in children with autism?  

Why that strategy?  

 

Where did you 

hear about it or 

learn about it? 

As a school, do we actively teach social 

communication competence skills? 

Why do you think we don’t? 

Can you give an example of 

SCC? 

 

Theme 

4: Peer 

support 

Can peers play a role in fostering 

inclusivity for APs during yard time?  

Why do you think that?   

Do you think that neurotypical pupils are 

aware of the difficulties of APs?  

Have you seen times when 

neurotypical pupils helped or 

didn’t help? 

Are they just not 

aware? 

How did they help? 

As teachers, are there any peer-to-peer 

strategies that we could use to facilitate 

and encourage peer interactions for APs? 

What information do you have 

about them? Have you seen 

Might they suit our 

school yard? 
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Thank you for your time. 

  

them in action?  How could we 

implement them? 

 Is there a difference between inclusion in 

the senior yard and the junior yard.  

Why do you think that?   
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Appendix 2: Online questionnaire on Google forms (including informed consent section for 

respondents) 

Link to Questionnaire:

ISSUE/ 

TOPIC  

 Confidential – Informed Consent Form for 

questionnaires 

 

 

Consent   I have read and understood the 

accompanying research information sheet for 

the study titled “Improving the inclusion of 

autistic pupils in the school yard” I have been 

given the opportunity to ask questions and 

have received satisfactory answers regarding 

the study procedures, potential risks and 

benefits, and data handling. 

I understand that my participation in this 

study is voluntary. I understand that all 

information collected during the study will be 

kept confidential. I give my consent for the 

researchers to collect and use my data for 

research purposes only. I understand that my 

personal information will not be disclosed or 

identifiable in any publications or reports 

resulting from this study. I acknowledge that 

all data collected will be stored securely and 

accessible only to the research team. 

Data will be retained after the project is 

completed for three years. I cannot access my 

own data or data from other respondents 

because it is collected anonymously.  Data 

gathered will not be used for any other 

purpose other than this project and may be 

used to present at conferences or in academic 

papers. 

I understand the nature of the study, 

including the purpose, procedures, and 

potential risks and benefits. I have been given 

ample opportunity to ask questions and have 
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received satisfactory answers. By ticking this 

consent form, I confirm that I willingly agree 

to participate in the study,  

I agree  

Theme 

1: 

Current 

situation  

1.  Do you work with, teach, or supervise autistic 

pupils in the yard? 

Yes 

No 

2.  Do you think our autistic pupils enjoy the yard 

in the same way as other pupils?  

Always 

Most of the time 

Sometimes 

Never 

Other…….. 

 3.  Do our autistic pupils’ have difficulties with 

social or friendship issues in the yard?   

Always 

Most of the time 

Sometimes 

Never  

Other…… 

 4.  What difficulties have you noticed? ........... 

Theme 

2: 

Physical 

layout 

5.  Which of these yard adaptations would 

enhance the experience of pupils with 

autism?  

 

Buddy bench  (PHOTOS) 

Quiet space 

Sensory area         

No need to change the yard. 

Other………. 

Theme 

3: 

Teacher 

support 

6.  Are you confident in your understanding of 

autism to support an autistic pupil in the 

yard?  

 

Very confident 

Somewhat confident 

Not confident.  

Other      …………….. 

7.  What training or continuing professional 

development in autism have you had?  

None.  

Other…………………….       

 8.  Please list any strategies that we could use to 

encourage peer interactions in the yard. 

 

…………………… 

 9.  Which of these statements most reflect your 

thinking. 

 

Inclusion should be a school wide initiative. 

The autistic pupil should learn to adapt to 

the yard. 

Inclusion should be a school wide initiative 

and autistic pupils should learn to adapt to 

the yard. 

Other…………… 

Theme 

4: Peer 

support 

10.  Do you think that neurotypical pupils are 

aware of the difficulties of pupils with autism? 

 

All neurotypical pupils are aware. 

Some neurotypical pupils are aware. 

Neurotypical pupils are unaware. 

Other ……………………………… 
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 11.  What role can peers play in fostering the 

inclusion of pupils with autism during yard 

time? 

 

……………… 

 12.  Do you think that this statement is true and 

why/why not?  

The inclusion of autistic pupils is different in 

the senior yard and the junior yard. 

 

 

………………………… 

 13.  If you would like to explore this topic further 

in a 1-1 confidential, anonymized interview of 

approximately 30 minutes, please add your 

email below. 

 

……………………… 
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Appendix 3: Letter to the principal 

 

Dear XXXXX, 

As a teacher at XXXXXX, I am currently pursuing a Master of Arts in Inclusive and Special Education 

at Hibernia College. For my thesis, it is necessary for me to conduct a small-scale action research 

project focusing on autism. 

To carry out this study, I would like to request your permission to access certain resources within 

the school. The research activities involved will include interviewing five staff members and 

administering a questionnaire to the teaching staff.  

I assure you that all participants involved in the study will be treated with strict confidentiality and 

their identities will be protected. The information collected will be used solely for the purpose of 

this study and will be securely stored during the research process. No identifying information about 

the school, teachers, or students will be included in the thesis or any subsequent publications. 

Confidentiality and anonymity are of utmost importance, and pseudonyms will be used to ensure 

the privacy of all participants. The collected data will be securely stored, accessible only to myself 

and my supervisor. Data analysis will be conducted for the purpose of completing the Master’s 

thesis, and any potential findings may be shared in relevant academic journals. 

Thank you for your interest and support in this research endeavour. If you have any concerns or 

further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

  

Yours sincerely, 

 Miriam Cotter 
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Appendix 4a: Research information sheet for staffroom 

Title of Research Study: Improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard. 

Thank you for your interest in participating in my research study on “Improving the inclusion of 

autistic pupils in the school yard”. 

This information sheet will provide you with essential details about the study to help you make an 

informed decision about participating. Carefully read the attached information and feel free to ask 

any questions before deciding. The project has been sanctioned by the principal.  

Purpose of the study  

The aim of the study is to improve the inclusion of autistic pupils in the schoolyard by sending a 

questionnaire out to all staff who supervise in the mainstream yard, leading to the identification of 

suitable inclusive strategies or adaptations to instigate change and to improve the yard experience 

of autistic pupils.  

Risks and benefits  

While participating in this study, there are minimal risks involved. However, due to your suggestions 

and thoughts, some potential benefits may include: the provision of an inclusive, welcoming yard 

for pupils with autism and/or the creation of a sensory-friendly space within the yard, social skills 

development for autistic pupils through a structured activity/ or evidenced based strategy may be 

introduced in the school and staff and peers may be encouraged and facilitated to learn about 

autism, and how to promote friendship and peer interaction for pupils with autism. 

Confidentiality and Data Handling  

Your participation in this study will be strictly confidential. All data collected will be anonymised and 

stored securely, accessible only to the researcher. Data will be used for research purposes only. Your 

personal information will not be disclosed or identifiable in any publications or reports resulting 

from this study.  

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. 

Contact Information  

If you have any questions, concerns, or would like further information about the study, please 

contact:  
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Miriam Cotter  

Student of Masters (Arts) Inclusion and Special Education (MAISE)   

Supervisor 

Dr Alison Doyle 

ICEP Europe on behalf of Hibernia College 

By participating in this study, you acknowledge that you have read and understood this information 

sheet. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign a consent form before starting the 

study.  

Thank you for considering being a part of this important research. Your contribution will help to 

progress the inclusion of autistic pupils in the yard.  
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Appendix 4b: Project information letter (emailed) for questionnaire respondents  

 

Improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard. 

 

We are writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study about 

improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard. 

 

Who is doing this study? 

This study is being conducted by Miriam Cotter, a teacher in the school who is completing a Master’s 

programme in Hibernia College.  

 

Who is this study for? 

This study invites current staff members with at least three years of teaching or three years of 

supporting autistic pupils in the classroom and who participate in regular supervision of the 

mainstream yard.   

Why?  

I want to find out how the school yard environment could be improved to ensure the full inclusion of 

autistic students.  

What do you want me to do? 

• I am inviting you to complete a 10-15-minute online survey about your observations on the 

experiences of autistic students in the school yard. 

• You may also be invited to a short individual interview about your observations and viewpoints. 

 

Will my responses be anonymous? 

I will not share any private information about any respondents. Responses are anonymous i.e. I do not 

ask you to identify yourself by name in the questionnaire unless you wish to participate in an individual 

interview, and I am not collecting computer IP addresses. 

 

Where can I find out more? 

You can find out more about this study by reading the information leaflet attached to this email.   You 

can also contact me by email at

How can I take part? 

If you are interested in participating in the study, please read the information leaflet and 
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Thank you for taking the time to read this invitation, we very much hope that you decide to 

participate in the survey. 

 

Sincerely, 

Miriam Cotter  
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Appendix 5: Research information sheet for interview participants 

Title of Research Study: Improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard. 

Thank you for your interest in participating in my research study on “Improving the inclusion of 

autistic pupils in the school yard”. 

This information sheet will provide you with essential details about the study to help you make an 

informed decision about participating. Carefully read the attached information and feel free to ask 

any questions before deciding. The project has been sanctioned by the principal.  

Purpose of the study  

The aim of the study is to improve the inclusion of autistic pupils in the schoolyard by interviewing 

some staff members, using thematic data analysis, leading to the identification of suitable inclusive 

strategies or adaptations to instigate change and to improve the yard experience of autistic pupils. 

Study procedures. 

If you choose to participate, the study will involve the following procedures:  

Prior to an interview, I shall ask you to sign a consent form and outline to you that your consent 

may be withdrawn at any time. I plan to interview you for approximately thirty minutes about your 

experience of the inclusion of pupils with autism in the mainstream school yard. I shall ask you 

about the current state of inclusion in the yard and encourage you to suggest ways that you feel 

that the inclusion of autistic pupils could be enhanced. I will use a voice recorder to record the 

interview.  

Risks and benefits  

While participating in this study, there are minimal risks involved. However, due to your 

suggestions and thoughts, some potential benefits may include: the provision of an inclusive, 

welcoming yard for pupils with autism and/or the creation of a sensory-friendly space within the 

yard, social skills development for autistic pupils through a structured activity/ or evidenced based 

strategy may be introduced in the school and staff and peers may be encouraged and facilitated to 

learn about autism, and how to promote friendship and peer interaction for pupils with autism. 

Confidentiality and Data Handling  

Your participation in this study will be strictly confidential. All data collected will be anonymised 

and stored securely, accessible only to the researcher. Data will be used for research purposes only. 

Your personal information will not be disclosed or identifiable in any publications or reports 

resulting from this study.  
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Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw from this 

research at any time without needing to provide a reason. Deciding to participate or withdraw will 

not have implications for any current or future relationships with the researchers or Hibernia.  

Contact Information  

If you have any questions, concerns, or would like further information about the study, please 

contact:  

Miriam Cotter  

Student of Masters (Arts) Inclusion and Special Education (MAISE)   

 

Supervisor 

Dr Alison Doyle 

ICEP Europe on behalf of Hibernia College 

By participating in this study, you acknowledge that you have read and understood this information 

sheet. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign a consent form before starting the 

study.  

Thank you for considering being a part of this important research. Your contribution will (insert 

information on how the participant’s contribution will help the research study).  

[Date] 
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Appendix 6: Consent form for interview participants 
 

Title of Research Study: Improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard. 

I have read and understood the accompanying research information sheet for the study titled 

“Improving the inclusion of autistic pupils in the school yard” I have had the opportunity to ask 

questions and have received satisfactory answers regarding the study procedures, potential risks 

and benefits, and data handling. 

I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary. I have been informed that I have the 

right to withdraw from the research at any time without needing to provide a reason. I understand 

that my decision to participate or withdraw my data during the data collection phase and up to 1 

month after data collection will not have any negative consequences for my current or future 

relationships with the researchers or the educational institution. 

I understand that all information collected during the study will be kept confidential. I give my 

consent for the researchers to collect and use my data for research purposes only. I understand 

that my personal information will not be disclosed or identifiable in any publications or reports 

resulting from this study. I acknowledge that all data collected will be stored securely and 

accessible only to the research team. 

I understand the nature of the study, including the purpose, procedures, and potential risks and 

benefits. I have been given ample opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 

answers. By signing this consent form, I confirm that I willingly agree to participate in the study,  

 

Participant's Signature: __________________________ Date: _______________  

  

Researcher's Signature: ____________________________ Date: ______________ 

 

 

 

 

 


